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This book is for the real ‘angels’ of this world − the teachers and librarians who, every day, guide and encourage children and help them to take their first steps into a very special place − the world of the imagination.


















ONE





It was Saturday afternoon, a cold and miserable October day. There was nothing on the telly, so Will took Spot for a walk down by the river.


Spot was a scruffy little mongrel, golden brown in colour, with not a single dark blemish on his entire body. Will couldn’t exactly remember why he’d called him Spot in the first place, but it hardly mattered now and at least it was a conversation piece, on those rare occasions when they encountered strangers.


Mum had repeatedly told Will, ever since he was old enough to understand, that he wasn’t to talk to strangers, not ever, but Will needed to talk to somebody and conversation was in pretty short supply around the house since Dad had died.


Mum did her best, obviously, but she spent a lot of time these days staring at the television with a tall glass of gin in her hand and a lot on her mind and Will could understand only too well why she didn’t have much to say for herself. She’d lost the love of her life way too early and she didn’t have the first idea how to make things work without him.


Will was thirteen years old and sometimes he felt around a hundred. He was an only child and he’d never thought much about it, never had any need for brothers and sisters, at least not until recently, when it was far too late. He supposed the only option was to get on with things. It was what Dad would have wanted. But it was hard not to look at the empty chair where his dad used to sit and not feel a corresponding emptiness inside him.


When he felt particularly low, Will came here to the riverbank, with its endless stretches of ragged grass and the flat gunmetal grey of the water. The water was always that colour, come rain or shine, and the place just seemed to suit his mood.


Today Spot was doing his usual routine of running excitedly ahead, bounding about like he was made of India rubber. He was short-sighted and, after a bit, there would come that moment when he realised that he was on his own. He’d slow uncertainly, start going around in circles and then he’d come belting back, anxiety written all over him, until he located Will and reassured, would go racing off again, grinning with stupid pleasure, his tongue lolling from his mouth. Will envied the dog’s enthusiasm. He couldn’t remember when he’d last felt like that about anything.


Oh, he did all the same stuff he used to. He listened to the same music on his iPod, watched the same TV programmes, played the same computer games and hung out with the same mates at school . . . but now it all seemed so . . . pointless. Why bother with any of it when your life could just be taken from you at any minute?


That was what had happened to his dad. He’d been coming home from a night shift at the steelworks on his battered old bicycle and some bloke in a Vauxhall Astra, who’d downed a couple of pints too many, had come roaring around a bend in the road at seventy miles an hour.


End of story. Finito.


People had told Will that he’d get over it in time, but it had been more than a year now and he was still dragging himself out of bed in the morning, feeling that he’d much rather stay right where he was, with the covers up over his head. And now, here it was, a Saturday afternoon, once an excuse to have fun, and he felt just plain miserable.


He trudged along the riverbank, his hands deep in the pockets of his jacket. Every so often, he stopped to look at the ramshackle old boats, mouldering quietly at the ends of their mooring ropes, but he did that only to break the monotony of walking. And after a bit, he walked to break the monotony of looking.


‘For God’s sake, snap out of it,’ he muttered to himself. It had become a familiar mantra over the past few months but it had no effect. If he heard himself, he clearly took no notice.


Will lifted his head at the sound of a bark. Spot had encountered a stranger approaching along the riverbank and was doing his usual ritual of pressing his flank against the man’s leg, wagging his stumpy tail and looking hopefully up in the expectation of a pat or a kind word. But the man who stood looking down at the dog didn’t seem all that friendly.


As Will drew closer he could see that the stranger was an odd-looking bloke, tall and thin, with long greying hair that hung to his shoulders. He was probably in his fifties, Will thought, though it was hard to be sure. The man was wearing a heavy black overcoat that hung almost to his ankles and his shoulders were humped and misshapen, as though he suffered from some kind of deformity. His hands were rammed deep in the pockets of his coat and he watched Will’s approach with blank, grey eyes. There was no expression on his face whatsoever.


‘I’m sorry about Spot,’ ventured Will, pointing to the dog. ‘Sometimes he’s a bit too friendly.’


It was Will’s regular opening ploy. Most people would come straight back with the question, ‘Why’s he called Spot?’ and the conversation would follow. But the tall man didn’t say anything; he just stood there, looking down at Will, as though waiting for him to say something else. Eventually, perturbed by the silence, Will did exactly that.


‘It’s . . . clearing up a bit,’ he said. ‘The weather . . .’


The man looked slowly around as if to verify this statement. He must have decided that it was accurate, because he grunted as if in agreement and then went back to his staring. There was an intense quality about the man’s eyes that made Will feel distinctly uncomfortable. It was as though he could see right through him into the secrets that were locked deep within.


‘It er . . . it might rain this afternoon,’ said Will. It was a stupid thing to say and he knew it, but he had suddenly become aware that this place was very remote and there would be nobody in earshot if he should need to call for help. He had his phone in his pocket, but he could easily be dead before he had dialled those three all-important digits. Memories flashed unbidden through his mind; newsreaders on TV announcing their grim statistics. The alarm was raised when the boy failed to return from his walk . . .


Will glanced over his shoulder, back to the bridge where he had descended the steps to the riverbank, and he saw that it was a lot further away than he had imagined. He decided it really was time to make a move.


‘Come on, Spot,’ he said and began to walk on by.


‘Will Booth,’ said the man, and Will stopped in his tracks. ‘Thirteen years old, currently attending St. Brendan’s High School.’ The man had a slow, lazy drawl of a voice that had almost a sing-song quality to it. He continued to stare at Will as he went on. ‘Mother, Gillian Booth, forty six years old, housewife and occasional gin-fiend.’ He paused for a moment and then carried on. ‘Dog: Spot, six years old, no known occupation, prone to being over-friendly.’ Spot gazed up at the man in evident adoration, drops of saliva raining from his pink tongue.


Will turned back to look at the man.


‘How did you . . .?’ he began, but the man lifted a hand to still him. He was looking up towards the sky now and he seemed to be concentrating.


‘Your dad says hi,’ he said. And smiled.


















TWO





Will stared at him for a few moments in total astonishment. He tried to understand what the man had said, but failed to do so. What was he talking about? His dad? Then the questions started pouring out of him.


‘Wh . . . what do you mean, my dad says hi?’ he stammered. ‘He’s d . . . dead. He’s been dead for over a year.’


The man nodded.


‘Yeah, I know,’ he muttered, a touch of irritation in his voice. Then he seemed to soften a little. ‘Obviously, I’m sorry for your troubles,’ he added. ’It’s not nice having a dead dad. At least, I don’t suppose it is.’


‘No, but . . . wait a minute. How did you know the other stuff? My name and that. And my Mum. I mean, how did you . . .?’


Now the man looked positively outraged.


‘How d’you suppose I know?’ he growled. ‘Your dad told me. He says . . .’ The man paused for a moment and then seemed to concentrate again, gazing off into the middle distance ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said, as though speaking to someone else. ‘Yeah, mate, no problem.’ He looked back at Will. ‘He says you’ve got to be strong now. You’ve got to try and pull yourself together, for your Mum’s sake, if not your own. Oh, and he says you’re to get the brakes fixed on your bike, he told you that a year ago and you still haven’t got around to it.’


‘But . . .’ Will started to pace around. He didn’t know what else to do. Here he was talking to some nutter, but he had to admit, a very well-informed nutter. And ok, Will knew that most of the stuff he’d said, the man could have found out simply by asking around the neighbours on the estate, but the thing about the bike . . . his dad had told him to get his brakes fixed, just a couple of days before his death. How could anyone else know about that? The tall man gave Will an apologetic look.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Look, I really ought to be going. I’ve given you the message, maybe that’ll be enough for him.’


He made as if to walk on, but Will was emboldened enough to reach out a hand to stop him.


‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘You can’t say stuff like that and then clear off, as though it’s no big deal.’


The man sighed.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I suppose not.’ He raised his eyes skywards for a moment. ‘Thanks a bunch,’ he muttered.


‘Who are you talking to?’ demanded Will.


The man gave him a look.


‘Take a wild guess,’ he said.


Will started to pace again. Too much was happening too quickly, he couldn’t really take it in. He saw that Spot was looking at him expectantly, as if wondering when they would be on their way again. But he could hardly just continue on his way and forget about what he’d heard.


A question occurred to him and he asked it.


‘Who exactly are you?’


‘Me?’ The man frowned. ‘Oh, I’m nobody of any importance. You can call me Ari,’ he said.


‘Harry?’ said Will.


‘No, Ari, with an A.’


‘What kind of name is that?’


‘It’s a shorter version of my real name, which I can assure you, would make you raise your eyebrows even higher. And I didn’t choose it. But then, who ever does get to choose their name?’ He looked around as if searching for something. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘do you mind if we sit down for a bit? My legs are killing me. I’ve walked miles today.’


He pointed to a relatively dry stone step at the river’s edge. ‘That should do us,’ he said. He didn’t wait for a reply but ambled over to the step and got himself seated comfortably. Spot looked doubtfully at Ari and then back at Will, evidently confused. After a few moments, his tail began to wag. He walked over to Ari and stretched himself out on the grass beside him as though the two of them were old friends. Which left Will with no option but to join them.


He sat next to Ari on the stone step and the two of them stared at the still surface of the river in silence for several long moments. Will’s mind was working overtime as he tried to think of all the questions he needed to ask.


‘So, how do you know my dad?’ he asked, at last.


‘I don’t know him,’ said Ari. ‘At least, I didn’t till about five minutes ago.’ He fished in one of his pockets and drew out a battered-looking Golden Virginia tin. Will noticed that Ari’s fingernails were long and grubby, the forefinger stained orange. ‘Mind if I smoke?’ he asked.


Will shrugged.


‘Filthy habit,’ he said. ‘But it’s up to you.’


Ari opened the tin and went about the ritual of constructing a hand-rolled cigarette. Despite himself, Will found himself fascinated by the skill the man exercised in this simple task. He almost wanted to ask if he could have a go, not that he’d actually smoke the thing. They’d had enough lectures about that in school to put him off even thinking about it.


‘You’ll probably die of lung cancer,’ he said.


‘Oh, I doubt that,’ said Ari, breezily.


‘So . . . what you’re saying . . .’ Will chose his words with care. ‘You’re saying that my dad just kind of . . . spoke to you. What are you, some kind of . . . whatchamacallit . . . a medium?’


Ari looked horrified.


‘Oh no, nothing like that. The very idea!’ He gave a funny little laugh, the kind that’s often described as a cackle.


He finished his roll-up and lit it with a flourish. Will was just thinking that it was odd, because he hadn’t actually seen him get out a lighter or any matches, but then Ari exhaled a cloud of fragrant smoke and started talking and there was nothing to do but listen.


‘Let me explain it the best way I can. I’m walking along the riverbank, see? Heading back to my people after a long and I might add, very arduous journey away, and who should I see but you and the dog coming towards me and . . . well, no offence, but the last thing I want to do is stop and talk to some kid, but then . . . then, it comes straight at me, doesn’t it?’


Will stared at him. ‘What comes straight at you?’ he asked.


‘It’s like . . . like a hot pain, hits me right here.’ Ari tapped his forehead with an index finger. ‘I never know when it’s going to happen, but it does from time to time, and there’s no option but to go with it. So then my head fills up with the sight and the sound of this bloke who I’ve never met before and he’s saying, “Help me, help me, I need to get a message to my boy, he’s in real trouble . . .”’


‘No I’m not!’ protested Will.


‘How do you know?’ said Ari, scornfully. ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong, but you haven’t got a clue about what’s going on out there.’ Ari waved a hand in the general direction of the sky. ‘Things are brewing, boy, things the like of which you can have no inkling of.’


‘What kind of things?’ asked Will, puzzled.


Ari seemed to ignore the question. He closed his eyes for a moment then opened them again. ‘Your dad reckons you’re unhappy,’ he said. ‘And when I look at you I do detect a certain bleakness of spirit, a kind of desolation . . . but he . . . your dead dad, he thinks you’re deep in the brown stuff and he’s asked me to help.’ Ari looked at Will and sighed again. ‘To tell you the truth, I could do without it, I really could. It’s been a trying couple of days. But, once I’m asked for help, I’ve got to give it my best shot. That is a fact.’


Will sat there, wondering if perhaps he was going barmy. That was it, he’d finally snapped and he’d hallucinated this old nutter. Except that he knew, deep down, that if he had hallucinated a character, it would have been something a bit more flash than this drab, smelly old geezer in his fraying coat and worn out Nike trainers. Another thought occurred to him.


‘This is a set-up, isn’t it?’ he said triumphantly. ‘It’s one of those stupid TV shows where it’s all secretly being filmed.’ He got up from the step and started looking feverishly around. ‘Yeah, that’s it! There are cameras hidden somewhere, aren’t there? I bet you’ve made me look a right berk.’


Will knew suddenly where the cameras had to be, there was only one possible location. The old World War Two pillbox, perched on the riverbank a short distance away, its concrete walls covered with decades worth of graffiti. As a youngster Will had used it as a fort a hundred times and he and his friends had won many a battle against imaginary soldiers, firing millions of pretend bullets through the letterbox-shaped gun-slits in the walls. A perfect spot to hide a camera, he thought. A lens could look out of that opening with as deadly an aim as any rifle.


‘The film crew’s hidden in there, isn’t it?’ he said.


Ari gave him a pitying look.


‘Is that what you think?’ he muttered. ‘Blimey, you're a worse case than I thought. Clearly your old feller had a point about you.’


‘Yeah, sure, you try and bluff it out. But I know what you’re up to!’


Will marched towards the pillbox, a confident grin on his face. He could picture the embarrassed faces of the camera crew when he went barging in there, telling them the game was up.


‘Right,’ he announced. ‘I’m onto you!’ He stepped through the opening into the gloom within and stood for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust. But there was nobody in there, just more graffiti and a faint smell of urine from all the dog-walkers who had stopped here to relieve themselves over the years. The emptiness hit him like a blow in the chest. He had been so sure . . .


‘Satisfied?’ asked a voice in his ear and he nearly jumped out of his skin. He hadn’t realised that Ari had followed him in there. He turned to face him and backed up until his shoulders were against a wall. He was suddenly very scared of being trapped in this dark, claustrophobic place with a man who was clearly several butties short of a picnic.


‘If you lay a hand on me,’ he gasped, ‘I swear I’ll smash your face in.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ said Ari. ‘That’s not what this is all about.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I’m more a fan of the female species, and one female in particular, not that she’ll have anything to do with me.’ He waved a hand as if dismissing the subject, pushed past Will and went to peer out of the gun slit. ‘Makes you think, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘Our brave lads crouched in here, night after night, waiting for the Luftwaffe to come flying up the river, looking for the lights of the steelworks. They had to give an alert if that happened, sound the sirens, then the ack ack units up the river would start filling the sky with flack . . . you know, it’s a weird thing. It looks so beautiful from down here, but up there . . . absolutely deadly. Like you’re stuck in a biscuit tin with the biggest box of fireworks ever made and you can’t get out until every one of them has gone off.’


‘You were in the war?’ observed Will.


‘I’ve been in all of ‘em,’ said Ari, matter-of-factly. ‘Not as a participant, you understand. More of a bemused observer. No, I only fought in one real battle and we lost that one, big time.’


Will sighed. He wondered how they’d managed to stray so far off the subject. He turned and walked back to the exit, stepped outside and took a lungful of fresh air.


‘It does look like rain,’ said a voice just above his head and Will jumped a second time, because now Ari was sitting on the roof of the pillbox right above his head. Will glanced back into the gloom, just to assure himself that there wasn’t some identical twin standing in there, but no, the pillbox was empty. He pointed inside.


‘You . . . you were . . . how . . .?


‘Relax,’ Ari assured him. ‘It’s just a parlour trick, it doesn’t mean anything.’


‘But you . . .’


‘Yeah, I know. Looks pretty flashy, I’ll admit. Thing is, these days I can only manage it once or twice a day. Totally wears me out, I really should try and keep it for emergencies. I mean, now I’ve realised that I’m up here and it’s going to be bloody difficult to get down again. Elbows and knees aren’t what they were, you know. Here, give me a hand, will you?’


He scrambled around onto his knees and began to lower himself down the front of the pillbox. Will reached up to support him. As he did so, the back of Ari’s coat drooped down, revealing the reason for the oddly humped shoulders. Will glimpsed a mass of white feathers under there. One feather detached itself and came drifting down through the air. Will caught it and stood there staring at it open-mouthed.


Ari dropped down beside him and turned around with a smile on his face. He saw the feather in Will’s hand and the smile faded.


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Now, see, I’d hoped to work up to that more gradually.’


‘You . . . you’re not . . . you can’t . . .’ Will couldn’t find any words to express what was in his head. ‘No,’ he said, at last. ‘You couldn’t be!’


‘I could, you know,’ said Ari and he stood there with a sheepish grin. ‘This is always difficult,’ he said. ‘But believe me, once you’ve had time to think about it, you’ll realise . . . Oi! What are you doing?’


Will couldn’t help himself. He had to see, he had to know. He reached up behind Ari’s back, grabbed the collar of the man’s coat and yanked hard. The overcoat came off in one movement and fell to the ground like a discarded sheet. Will’s eyes got very big and round.


Ari wasn’t wearing anything on the upper half of his body. It would have been particularly difficult to find a garment to fit, what with the wings and everything. They were snow white and they arched up from his shoulders and fell down to just below his knees. You could see that it wasn’t some kind of apparatus he was wearing. The wings sprouted directly out of his flesh like an extra set of limbs.


‘Oh. My. God,’ whispered Will.


‘I’d really rather you didn’t bring him into this,’ said Ari, ‘I’ve got a bit of a problem with . . .’


But Will didn’t wait around to hear the rest. A sudden jolt of terror had flared in his chest and suddenly, without even knowing why, he was running frantically back along the riverbank, as fast as his legs would carry him. He didn’t know if Spot was following him but he wasn’t going to wait to find out.


‘I’ll be around if you need to talk!’ Ari called after him. ‘When you’ve had a chance to think about it. Only there’s stuff your dad wants me to do . . .’


Will didn’t stop until he’d climbed the steps back up to the bridge. He turned back, gasping for breath, to see Spot coming up the steps behind him, tongue lolling; delighted by the unexpected run. Will pulled Spot’s lead from his pocket and clipped it to his collar.


‘What was that all about?’ he asked Spot and actually waited a few moments, just in case the dog had some kind of answer for him. Then he realised what he was doing and felt even more scared. He finally dared to look back down to the riverbank.


Of course, there was nobody in sight. Absolutely nobody.


What’s going on? he asked himself. He was shaking now, the shock of what had happened finally hitting him and when he took a step, his legs seemed barely able to hold him upright.


Ordinary cars thundered past him on the ordinary road and he looked ahead, to the perfectly ordinary housing estate that lay ahead of him. It all seemed normal enough, but now, he wasn’t so sure.


He turned and, walking very slowly, he headed for home.



























THREE





Will let himself in at the back door, hung his jacket in the hall and removed Spot’s lead.


The little dog went straight to his water bowl and started lapping noisily at its contents. Will gave him a pat and went through to the kitchen. He found Mum standing at one of the worktops, gazing distractedly out of the window. Her auburn hair was tied back from her face and she seemed to be transfixed by whatever it was she was looking at.


Will went to stand beside her and had a look for himself. He knew from long experience that there really wasn’t much to see out there. The little bit of back garden, now badly overgrown since Mum had stopped bothering to tend it. The garden fence with the loose panel that flapped about whenever the wind caught it. And the back of next door’s house, identical to every other house on the council estate, though not quite in such desperate need of a paint job.


Nothing out of the ordinary. He noticed that Mum had a potato peeler in her hand and sure enough, a pile of spuds waited on the worktop, looking hopeful, if such a thing were possible, but as yet not one of them had been deprived of its skin. This was nothing unusual. These days Mum was easily distracted.


Will removed the peeler from her hand and got to work on the first potato. Mum glanced at him as though she’d only just noticed his presence.


‘Thanks, love,’ she said. ‘I thought we might do chips, for a change. I know they’re bad for you, but once in a while won’t hurt, will it?’


Will shrugged.


‘Whatever,’ he said. He couldn’t really think about food right now. His head was full of the image of Ari, standing there with those great white wings sprouting out of his shoulder blades. It was impossible. He knew that and at the same time, he knew he’d seen it as clear as day, right there in front of him, close enough to touch. He was terrified. Was he losing his mind? Had his misery over his dad’s death turned him into a raving nutcase?


‘And a fried egg,’ added Mum, as she continued to stare out of the window. ‘Sometimes it’s the simplest meals that . . .’ She left the sentence hanging and went back to her thoughts. ‘Somebody should really do something about that loose fence, she said. ‘Your dad would have had it fixed in a jiffy. He was good like that. You know, all his tools are still out in the shed . . .‘


‘You’ll have to be careful,’ Will told her, changing the subject as quickly as possible. He hated talking about anything to do with his dad. ‘The chip pan. We had these firemen at the school the other day, doing this demonstration thing? They said that chip pans are the most common cause of house fires. They got this one and set fire to it and then they showed what happened when you poured water on it. It was amazing! The flames must have gone twenty or thirty foot in the air.’


‘Hmmm?’ Mum looked at him, blankly. It was clear she hadn’t registered a word of what he’d said. ‘You’re a good boy,’ she said. ‘Helping your mother, like this.’


He didn’t say anything. He didn’t think she’d started on the gin yet, but he couldn’t be sure. She didn’t smell of drink, which was a good sign. She did most of her heavy drinking after he’d gone to bed, as though she thought he wouldn’t know about it. Some nights he would lie awake, unable to sleep and he’d picture her down there, the glass in her hand, as she stared at some TV programme she wasn’t even interested in, the level of the bottle going steadily down, down until it was empty. Once or twice, he’d got up in the early hours to use the toilet and he’d realised that she wasn’t in her room. He would find her crashed out on the sofa, insensible, and he would have to help her up the stairs to her bed. It frightened him to see her like this. She was all he had in the world, what would become of him if anything bad happened to her?


‘How was the river?’ she asked him.


‘Wet,’ he said, hoping he might raise a smile, but she just nodded.


‘Did you see anybody down there?’ she asked him.


He shook his head.


‘Deserted,’ he said. He wasn’t about to tell her that he’d met a creepy guy with wings, she’d have him down the funny farm before he had time to blink. He finished one potato and started on the next.


‘Mum,’ he said. ‘What would you call a man with wings?’


Now she did smile.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘What would you call a man with wings?’


There was a long silence and Will realised she was expecting some kind of punchline.


‘It’s not a joke,’ he told her. ‘It’s a serious question.’


‘Oh, right . . . I see. A man with wings, you said? Well, I suppose you’d call him an angel.’


Will nodded. It was the word he’d been thinking of too, but he’d needed to hear somebody else say it. He was painfully aware that people didn’t see angels, not unless they were characters from the Bible or heavily into psychedelic drugs.


He used the tip of the peeler to carve out one of the potato’s black eyes.


‘Do you know anything about them?’ he asked her.


‘Angels? Not much,’ she admitted. ‘This for school, is it?’


‘Er . . . yeah,’ he said, knowing she’d attach far more importance to it if she thought it was a school project.


She considered for a moment.


‘Well, let me see. They live in heaven, don’t they? They sit on clouds and play their harps. And they have


. . .’ She gestured with one upraised finger. ‘Those round things hovering over their heads. Halos. Is that what you mean?’


Will thought about Ari and tried to imagine him sitting on a cloud, strumming a harp. Somehow the image just didn’t fit. More likely he’d be sitting on a cloud of cigarette smoke, blasting power chords from a Fender Stratocaster. He picked up another potato and started peeling, trying to get the skin off in one continuous strip.


‘I’m thinking about names and stuff like that,’ he said. ‘Of angels. Have you ever heard of one called Ari?’


‘Harry?’ said Mum, making the same mistake he had.


‘No, Ari with an A.’


Mum scowled. ‘There’s a Michael,’ she said. ‘The Archangel. And Gabriel, I remember hearing about him in school. But not a Harry.’


‘Ari,’ said Will. ‘With an A.’


Mum shrugged. ‘Maybe you could look on the internet,’ she suggested.


Will scowled.


‘Oh yeah, I could do that, if I had like three hours to spare.’


Mum gave him a cautionary look.


‘Please don’t start,’ she said.


They’d had quite a few arguments around this subject already, but as usual Will didn’t feel like letting the matter lie.


‘All my mates have got broadband,’ he said. ‘I’m the only one in my class still using a dial-up. It’s like . . . prehistoric. And it’s not like it costs a fortune or anything. Twenty quid a month, that’s all.’


‘I’ve already told you. We’ll see.’


Will grunted.


‘Yeah, and we all know what that means, don’t we? It means it won’t happen. It’s not like I’m asking for a new computer or anything.’


Mum looked decidedly cross. ‘That’s just as well,’ she said. ‘Money is tight at the moment. Very tight. You have to understand, Will, we don’t have your dad’s wage coming into the house any more. I’ve only got my cleaning job so I have to count every penny.’


The reply came into his head like a swarm of dark flies buzzing and he knew he shouldn’t say it to her, but somehow he just couldn’t stop himself.


‘It’s about the same price as one bottle of gin,’ he said and he saw her flinch as though he’d punched her in the face. Tears welled in her eyes.


‘Oh, look,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean−’


But she was already on her way out of the kitchen. He’d expected her to slam the door, but somehow, the way she closed it carefully without making a sound was far worse.


‘Fine,’ he said to the door. ‘I’ll just make the bloody tea all by myself, shall I?’ The only answer was the sound of Mum’s feet clumping up the stairs to her room. Will examined the half-peeled potato he was holding. He didn’t feel in the least bit hungry. With a curse, he threw it into the washing up bowl, sending a splash into the air and onto the kitchen floor. Then he turned and went out, heading for the study.













